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      Chapter One

    


    Spring had come early to Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts. The fierce Atlantic winds that whipped the cliff tops with such savagery a mere mile away skimmed the hollow of land in which the village sheltered, and tubs of daffodils and crocus flourished staunchly.


    Lisette de Valmy swung a woollen-stockinged leg to the ground and, using the toe of her shoe, slowed her bicycle to a halt. The mass of colour, vivid against the drab Norman stone of the high, slate-roofed houses, did nothing to cheer her. The sight only emphasised her rage. Flowers represented normality, and normality was a thing of the past. She leaned her bicycle against the wall of the villge café and, with her hands thrust deep into the pockets of her coat, hurried inside in search of Paul.


    He wasn’t there; nor were any other of the usual occupants. Chairs were tipped inwards against metal-topped tables, and the middle-aged proprietor, André Caldron, was desultorily polishing glasses, a wine-stained towel wrapped around his waist, his shirt sleeves rolled high.


    ‘Where is everyone?’ Lisette asked, her hands clenching until the knuckles showed white. Dear God. She had to talk to somebody. Her fury and revulsion had to have some outlet.


    ‘Vierville,’ André replied tersely, putting down the glass he had been polishing and leaning across the bar towards her, his weight on his muscular arms. ‘The Boche rounded them all up at five this morning for work on the coastal defences.’


    The delicate line of Lisette’s jaw hardened. ‘Haven’t they done enough at Vierville?’ she demanded, her eyes sparking as she pulled a red beret from the back of her head, smoke-dark hair falling free. ‘They’ve dug and tunnelled and burrowed until there isn’t a yard of beach that isn’t mined.’


    ‘Now they are destroying the houses,’ André said with a shrug. ‘Nothing fronting the sea is to remain standing.’


    

      ‘Salauds!’ Lisette said expressively and André grinned. The vocabulary of the eighteen-year-old daughter of the Comte and Comtesse de Valmy had been greatly enriched by the rigours of the Occupation.


    ‘They’ll be gone every day for a week, maybe two. If I were you, I’d stay away from the village until Paul sends you word that he needs you.’


    A small shiver ran down her spine. To be needed was to be asked by the village schoolmaster to take messages inland to Bayeux and Trevieres; to pass through German patrols with information that, if found, would be her death warrant. She didn’t know who else was in the Resistance in Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts. André, by the expression in his voice when he had spoken of Paul ‘needing’her, obviously suspected that she was a courier, but whether or not he was an active member of the village cell, she didn’t know. Nor did she want to know. The more she knew, the more she could tell the Germans if she were caught. It was better this way. Picking up the messages that Paul left for her, leaving them at pre-arranged tables in cafés in Bayeux and Trevieres; not knowing who they were for or who was to collect them.


    ‘There are things happening here, too,’ André said, leaning closer to her, his voice dropping even though they were alone. ‘A large black, chauffeur-driven Horch with outriders swept through the village half an hour ago. My wife thinks it was Field Marshal Rommel on his way to Caen.’


    Lisette’s heart-shaped face tightened. ‘It wasn’t Rommel,’ she said bitterly, ‘and the car wasn’t on its way to Caen.’


    André’s heavy eyebrows rose.


    ‘It was a Major Meyer and he was on his way to Valmy.’ The skin was taut across her cheekbones, and her eyes were overly bright.


    André was very still, filled with sudden apprehension. ‘What did the major want with your father?’


    ‘Hospitality,’ Lisette said, her nails digging into the wool of her beret.


    André whistled through his teeth. Six months ago, Hitler had appointed Field Marshal Rommel Inspector General of Defence in the west. His task, to render over eight hundred miles of coastline safe from invasion by the Allies. He had made La Roche-Guyon his headquarters and the men of Normandy had been rounded up into labour battalions, forced to work erecting a giant steel and cement Atlantic wall, riddling the beaches with jagged triangles of steel, metal tipped stakes, and millions and millions of mines.


    Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts had become accustomed to the presence of Germans; to soldiers requisitioning farm produce; to the Gestapo and SS headquarters at Cherbourg and Caen. Now a high-ranking major had been thrust in their midst, the unwelcome guest of Comte de Valmy. Why? What new plans did the Nazis have for them?


    ‘Have a cognac,’ he said, understanding all too well why she was so pale.


    She shook her head, lights dancing in the dark cloud of her hair as she turned to leave. ‘No thank you André. If you should see Paul, tell him about the major.’


    ‘I will,’ André said, once more picking up a cloth and a glass, his eyes beneath their beetling brows thoughtful. Whatever Major Meyer’s reasons for taking up residence at Valmy, Lisette would be in an ideal position to discover them. And pass the information on.


    Telling André about the German now living under her father’s roof had done nothing to dissipate Lisette’s fury. Her hands were shaking as she wheeled her bicycle away from the wall and stepped on the pedals. For the past four years they had been lucky. Her father had told her so many times. Nearly every house in the area had been billeted with Germans. The Lechevaliers in Vierville were allowed access only to a small part of their home; in Colleville, the Mercadors lived together in only one room white German staff officers slept in their bedrooms, relaxed in the drawing rooms, and forbade the Mercador children to play in their own garden. Valmy had been spared – until an hour ago.


    Lisette crammed her beret once more on to the back of her head and began to cycle down the main street and out of the village. Every few yards she had to return a greeting as the women of Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts called out good-day to her, going stoically about their daily chores; shopping, talking, doing their best to ignore the presence of the enemy in their streets.


    Lisette returned their greetings grimly, wondering if the soldiers lounging at the street corners thought them as resigned and subservient as they seemed. If they did, they sadly underrated the tenaciousness of Norman hatred. Once the Allies invaded, everyone, from elderly Madame Pichon who had delivered every child in the village for the last thirty years, to the eleven and twelve-year-olds in Paul’s classroom, would rise up against them.


    Sentries in camouflage cloaks barred the exit from the village and she slowed down, slipping off the saddle and holding the bicycle steady with one hand as she showed her identity card with the other. The soldier flicked it against his thumbnail without looking at it. He knew damn well who she was and was determined to know her better. The village girls were pretty, but there was something special about Lisette de Valmy. Even in her heavy stockings she exuded class and breeding, and he found her hauteur deeply exciting. She was looking at him now, her chin high, her eyes contemptuous, for all the world as if she were royalty and he the scum of the earth.


    ‘Would you like a cigarette?’ he asked, moving forward and standing very close to her, her identity card still in his hand.


    Lisette’s hands tightened fractionally on the handlebars of her bicycle, her only reply the scorching expression in her eyes. They were beautiful eyes, tip-tilted and thick-lashed, the colour of smoked quartz. Heat flared through his groin. She was the kind of French girl men dreamed of. The kind German generals sported on their arm in Paris. Her silk-dark hair fell in a long, smooth wave to her shoulders, pushed away from her face on one side with a tortoiseshell comb, crowned on the other by a provocatively tilted scarlet beret.


    The soldier grinned. ‘Come on,’ he said in his execrable French. ‘Be friendly.’


    Lisette’s voice dripped ice. ‘I would rather be dead,’ she said, her eyes feral, ‘than be friends with a German.’


    Behind him his companion laughed and the sentry’s smile vanished. Who the hell did she think she was, speaking to him as if he were a peasant? Bloody French with their airs and graces. Anyone would think that they were the victors. ‘Weggenhen,’ he snarled viciously, thrusting her card back at her. There would be another day; a day when his staff officer would not be so particular about the treatment meted out to the local landowning family. Then he would see if she meant what she said about preferring to be dead.


    Lisette, dismissing him as below contempt, cycled over one of the low stone bridges that gave the village its name, and then on and up through high-hedged lanes and beech woods to Valmy.


    She had been having breakfast with her father when the scout car had sped up Valmy’s gravel drive, scattering stones and skidding to a halt before the entrance. Marie, their only remaining maid, had nervously opened the doors to the two occupants of the car, and ushered them into the breakfast room. Lisette had risen to her feet behind her father, her table napkin still in her hand, her throat tight as one of the officers removed his peaked combat cap and tucked it beneath his arm, saying coolly, ‘From ten o’clock this morning, Valmy will be at the disposal of Major Meyer. I trust the Major’s presence here will not be an inconvenience, Monsieur le Comte?’


    The tendons in her father’s neck had tightened as he had said, ‘No, lieutenant. Will Major Meyer be accompanied by his own household staff?’


    The lieutenant’s eyes skimmed the silver on the breakfast table, the sixteenth-century tapestries adorning the walls, the faded colours of the Aubusson carpet. The major was going to have a very comfortable billet. ‘You have a cook?’ he asked peremptorily.


    ‘No.’ When the Germans had first invaded Normandy, thousands of men and women from the towns and villages had been herded away as slave labour, and their cook and her husband had been amongst those who had disappeared and had not been heard of again. Lisette saw the tendons in her father’s neck flex once again. ‘My wife does the cooking.’


    ‘Then she can cook for Major Meyer as well.’ The lieutenant’s pale blue eyes registered the exquisite lace tablecloth, the embroidered crest on the Comte’s table napkin. He knew exactly what kind of Frenchwoman the Comtesse would be. Freezingly elegant, possessing the effortless chic that made German women seem so gauche by comparison. ‘And she can do his washing,’ he added, seeing with satisfaction a dull red stain colour the Comte’s face and neck. Verdamt Gott! If he were being posted here she would do far more than his washing!


    His eyes flicked insolently from the Comte to the young girl standing a foot or so behind him. She was eighteen, possibly nineteen, with an air of fragility that begged to be broken. Glossy dark hair fell to her shoulders, dipping provocatively forward towards high, perfect cheekbones. Her mouth was generous, a faint downward curve at the corners giving it a look of vulnerability and sensuality. Her jaw line was pure and there was a tantalising hint of wilfulness about the chin. His eyes moved unhurriedly downwards, noting the full, high breasts, the narrow waist and the arousing curve of her hips beneath the serviceable tweed of her skirt. He felt his sex stir. Major Dieter Meyer would not have far to look for relaxation in his new posting.


    Reluctantly he clicked his heels, replacing his cap. ‘Goodbye, Monsieur le Comte,’ he said smoothly, aware that the girl was looking at him with undisguised loathing and uncaring of the fact. He found it far more arousing than servile submission.


    When the doors had closed behind them Lisette said in a strangled voice, ‘Couldn’t we have refused? Couldn’t you have protested?’


    Her father’s long, thin face was sombre. ‘It would have been useless. Major Meyer will just have to be endured, Lisette. There is no other way.’


    She swung away from him quickly, loving him too much to want him to see the disappointment in her eyes. There were other ways. Paul Gilles’way. Occupation did not have to mean capitulation. But her father thought the risks too great. He had seen what had happened to the innocent when the Germans had discovered members of the Resistance in their midst and he had no desire to see women and children led away and shot because he, Henri de Valmy, had tried to be a hero.


    His family was over six hundred years old. A de Valmy had been in Rheims Cathedral when Charles VII had been crowned. De Valmys had fought in the Hundred Years War; English knights under Henry V had deluged the walls of the early castle with arrows from their longbows. The exuberant, flamboyant chateau that a de Valmy, influenced by the architecture of the Italian renaissance, had built in the fifteen hundreds and withstood onslaught time and time again. The Nazis were only the last in a long line of marauders and they, too, would one day be no more. All that was needed for Valmy’s survival was endurance. And patience.


    Lisette skidded to a halt as the woods petered out and Valmy stood before her, its long, elegant windows catching the sunlight. Her father was wrong. It wasn’t enough to simply sit back and wait. The Germans had to be fought and she would fight them in any way that she could. The driveway, flanked by linden trees, terminated in a gravel sweep before huge oak double doors, and a large, black Horch was parked sleekly in front of them. Bile rose in her throat. He had come. Even now he was sitting in one of Valmy’s exquisitely proportioned rooms, fouling it with his presence.


    Savagely she remounted her bicycle, swinging it away from Valmy and out towards the coast. The clifftop was off limits now, girdled with barbed wire, defiled by pillboxes and monstrous bunkers. She didn’t care. She needed solitude and ever since she had been a child the long beach and the windswept cliffs had afforded it.


    She bumped the bicycle off the path and on to rough ground thick with marram grass. The sea wind tugged at her hair, whipping it across her face, stinging her cheeks. Little over a hundred yards away a pillbox squatted, ugly and gaunt. A group of soldiers huddled outside it, their backs to the wind. If they saw her, she would be forced to halt. The coast had been out of bounds for over two years. Only when the villagers were rounded up to help with the building of the defences were they allowed access. Lisette continued to cycle defiantly. They were French cliffs, goddamn it. French beaches. If she wanted to go on them she would. Her defiance was defeated by the six-foot high coils of barbed wire that stretched away on either side as far as she could see. With an unladylike epithet, she ground to a halt, flinging her bicycle on to the grass and sitting down beside it, hugging her knees.


    Beyond the barbed wire the mined and despoiled land rose undulatingly, culminating in a lip of chalk, the cliffs falling steeply to the sea. Far away to the left were the silver flanks of Pointe du Hoc as it thrust its needle-like rocks out into the grey waters of the Channel and beyond, unseen, the wide estuary of the Vire. To the right the coast curved gently around to Vierville, to St Clair and Ste Honourine. Few people now lived in the hamlets and villages strung out along the coast. The germans had moved them away, ordering them from their homes as they turned the western seaboard of France into a mighty defensive wall.


    Lisette stared ferociously at the barbed wire and the giant steel jaws embedded along the beach and primed with mines. Rommel was wasting his time. If the Allies invaded, they would not do so in Normandy, but across the narrow neck of the Channel between Dover and Calais. Her father had explained it all carefully to her, showing on a map how easy it would then be for them to push through northern France into the heart of the Ruhr.


    Her eyes clouded. He wanted their defeat as passionately as she, yet he would be appalled if he knew of her involvement with the Resistance. A seabird wheeled over her head, screaming raucously. She watched it bleakly. If he knew of her activities, he would forbid her to leave the chateau. As it was, she was free to come and go as she pleased, and the Germans rarely hindered her. She was Lisette de Valmy, daughter of the local landowner and a regular visitor to the sick and needy in Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts and the neighbouring villages. Her bicycle was a regular sight along the high-hedged lanes and it aroused little comment.


    Her hands tightened around her knees. She was lucky. The life expectancy of a courier was not much more than six months and she had been active for eight. Eight long months of deceiving the person she loved most in the world. She sighed, hating the feeling of isolation that it gave, knowing that there was no alternative.


    Despite the sunlight, the February wind was raw. Angry caps of surf beat at the cliff face, eroding it as they had done for centuries. Reluctantly she rose to her feet, her fingers stinging with cold as she gripped the handlebars. For the first time in her life she did not want to return home.


    Valmy lay between the clifftop and the woods, a small, turretted chateau of grey stone with a slate roof, a tower at its north side and gardens that, in summer, were awash with roses. Perfect and exquisite, the Germans had considered it too small to serve as headquarters for the local garrison. That doubtful privilege had fallen to the Lechevaliers with their big, ugly manor house on the outskirts of Vierville.


    She wheeled her bicycle over the large tufts of marram grass and on to the narrow road. The soldiers were still outside the pillbox, squatting down as it they were playing cards. She looked away from them contemptuously. She loathed them. They made her flesh crawl. And now she would be in day-to-day contact with one of them. A strutting, swaggering, heel-clicking major. Hatred coursed through her viens, warming her against the chill wind. She would not speak to him and she would not look at him. In no way would she acknowledge his presence in her home.


    She pushed forward on the pedals, letting the bicycle coast down the narrow road. Beech woods shelved away on her right hand side and between the budding branches she could see the tapering spire of Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts’tiny church and the muted grey of village roofs. Since the days of the Conqueror, the village had nestled in its sheltered hollow behind the high bluff of the cliffs, overlooked and protected by Valmy. Now Valmy could protect it no longer. The enemy were not only at the gates, they were in residence.


    Her mother was in the front salon, sitting at her delicately carved desk writing a letter. She raised her head when Lisette entered the room, her fine-boned face taut with strain. ‘Have you met him, Maman?’ Lisette asked, her heart twisting at the sight of her mother’s pale face.


    ‘Yes.’ Her mother put down her pen and Lisette walked across to the fireplace where logs burned in a stone grate. For several moments neither of them spoke. Lisette rested her arm along the marble mantelpiece, staring down into the flames. Already the atmosphere at Valmy had changed. It was as if a cold wind had swept through the rooms, penetrating even the walls.


    Her mother abandoned her letter, it was not of importance and her head ached. She rose to her feet, a tall, elegant woman with a long, straight back and narrow hips. Her beauty was bone-deep. It was in the shape of her head and temples and the thin-bridged, faintly aquiline nose, but her silvered hair and cool grey eyes held none of Lisette’s vibrancy. She sat down on one of the deep, chintz-covered armchairs near the fireplace, her hands folded lightly in her lap. ‘He’s quite young,’ she said unemotionally.


    Lisette shrugged. She didn’t care whether he was young or old. It made no difference to the fact that he existed and was an invader. The logs flared and crackled.


    ‘What rooms have you given him?’


    ‘Papa’s rooms.’


    Lisette’s head shot upwards, her eyes shocked.


    ‘Your father thought them the most suitable,’ her mother said tightly, avoiding her eyes, an underlying tremor in her voice.


    Lisette’s hand clenched on the marble. Her mother rarely gave way to emotion. Self-control was as important to her as good manners. That her cool facade showed signs of crumbling indicated how deep her detestation had been at removing her husband’s clothes and possessions from the suite of rooms that had been his and his father’s before him, and preparing them for Major Meyer.


    ‘God, how I wish the Allies would come!’ Lisette said passionately, kicking at one of the logs with the toe of her shoe, sending sparks shooting up the chimney.


    Her mother gave a quick, darting look towards the door. ‘Be careful, chérie! It is no longer safe to say such things!’


    At the throb of panic in her mother’s voice, Lisette was filled with remorse. She was making things worse for her, not better. She moved across to her, dropping to her knees at the side of her chair, taking hold of her hands.


    ‘I’m sorry, Maman, I’ll try and curb my tongue, but it’s hard. I have so much hatred in me that I can hardly breathe.’


    The Comtesse regarded her sadly. Her daughter was young, beautiful, well-bred. She should have been ejoying life: attending parties, dances; visiting Paris and the Riviera; receiving the attention of eligible young men. It should have been love that was catching at her heart, not hate. She sighed, wondering how many more years of their lives the war would eat into. Years that, for Lisette, could never be recaptured. ‘Perhaps he will not be with us for long,’ she said, but her voice held little conviction.


    Lisette stared into the fire, her eyes thoughtful. ‘I wonder why he is here?’ she said slowly. ‘I wonder what is so special about him?’


    Her mother shrugged a slender shoulder. ‘He is a German. What more do we need to know?’


    Lisette did not answer her. Her reply would have only caused distress. She knew that some people would very much like to know why Major Meyer had been posted to Valmy. People like Paul Gilles and his friends. People like herself. It was yet another occasion when her thoughts could not be shared. ‘I’ll make some tea,’ she said, rising to her feet and wondering how long it would be before she could contrive a meeting with Paul, knowing already what it was that he would wish her to do.


    Dinner that evening was unusually quiet. Neither of her parents seemed disposed to talk. It was as if the unseen presence of Major Meyer was weighing tangibly on them. Marie served them omelette fines herbes, her heavy face sombre, her mouth pulled into a disapproving line as she set the plates on the table. Henri de Valmy saw her expression and suppressed a sigh of irritation. She had been a young girl in his father’s employ when he had been born. She had picked him up when he had fallen, smacked him when necessary, wiped his tears, cuddled and cajoled him and later, as he grew older, treated him with deferential respect. She thought him omnipotent and no doubt believed that he could, if he had wished, have closed his doors single-handed against not only major Meyer but the entire might of the Wehrmacht.


    He poured himself a glass of wine, glad that his cellars were still full. There was, he reminded himself, still a lot for them to be grateful for. Normandy was not suffering from the severe food shortages that were afflicting the rest of France. Butter, cheese, and eggs were still plentiful. Even after the Germans there were enough chickens for the pot. Enough milk and cream. His fingers tightened around the stem of his glass. He had not yet suffered in the war and guilt surged through him. He had no sons facing death fighting with the Free French. He himself had not fought. Had not been injured. He had simply remained, as a de Valmy had always remained, on his land.


    He pushed his plate away, his omelette hardly touched. It could hardly be called his land any more, when it was under the heel of the Germans. His helplessness infuriated him and there was no way that he could give vent to his frustration. He rose savagely to his feet, and ignoring the startled looks of his wife and daughter, abruptly excused himself. Lisette rose anxiously, intending to follow him but her mother laid a cool hand restrainingly on her arm.


    ‘No, chérie. He needs to be alone. Leave him for a little while.’


    The door closed sharply behind him and his footsteps could be heard crossing the stone-flagged hall in the direction of the library. Mother and daughter looked at each other for a moment and then, unhappily, continued with their meal.


    Later, as they sat together in the front salon, Lisette wondered again why Major Meyer had been posted to Valmy. Perhaps he had been given a special assignment. André had said that his Horch had been accompanied by outriders. Surely that indicated that he was a man of importance? The fire spat and crackled, the scent of pine logs filling the high-ceilinged room. Her mother’s head was bent low over her embroidery, a slight frown puckering her usually smooth forehead. Lisette tried to return her attention to the book she had been reading, and failed. The Allies were desperate for information regarding the coastal defences. If the defences were the reason for Major Meyer’s presence … Her book slid to her knees. Major Meyer was occupying her father’s rooms. His bedroom, his study.


    Sharp footsteps rang out distantly on the black and white flagstones of the medieval hall. Brisk, decisive footsteps that she had never heard before. Her mother’s hand paused, the needle held high over her work, her eyes flying to the door. There was a long ominous silence and then the heavy outer door opened and slammed shut. Seconds later the Horch’s engine revved into life.


    Her mother’s relief that the Major had not walked in on them was evident. Lisette was too busy thinking to share that relief. For the moment Major Meyer was alone at Valmy. But for how long? Surely he would need a batman. An aide. His rooms might never again be empty. She might never again have such an easy chance.


    ‘I think I’ll go to bed early, Maman,’ she said, rising to her feet, her gentian-hued sweater and deeper toned skirt emphasising the colour of her eyes and the blue-black sheen of her hair. She kissed her mother lightly on the cheek, wishing that she could comfort her, and then walked quickly from the room. If she hesitated she was lost. He had only arrived that morning. If she were discovered she could always say that it was a mistake. That she had expected to find her father in his study.


    The library door was closed: her father obviously still brooding over the day’s events. There was no sound from the dining-room or the kitchen. Marie retired early. She would be in bed by now, her arthritic toes on a comforting hot bottle. The stone stairs wound upwards. An oil lamp had been set on the sill of one of the arched windows set deep into the wall and it gave out a soft pool of light. She hurried past it and on up to the first floor which housed her father’s suite of rooms. She hesitated outside the bedroom door and then walked on. She had to be quick and there was more likelihood of papers being on the study desk than on a yet unused bedside table.


    She paused outside the study door. It would be locked: surely it would be locked. Scarcely daring to breathe, her hands closed around the doornob and turned and pushed. The door opened easily. Unhesitatingly she stepped inside and walked quickly across the moonlit room to her father’s Beidermeier desk. It looked abnormally neat: her father’s habit was to leave letters and bills scattered at random and the precisely arranged blotter and ink stand were clear indications that the desk was no longer his. The wide, shallow drawers contained only stationery. Major Meyer had clearly not yet settled in. There was an inter-connecting door between the study and the bedroom. Her search so far had taken only a minute, probably less. She still had plenty of time.


    The blue bedroom was silvered by the moonlight. It fell palely on the Rembrandt etching above her father’s bed. Her stomach muscles tightened. The etching needed removing before the German cast covetous eyes on it. As she neared the bed she saw that very few possessions had been scattered around, proclaiming ownership. There was a gold cigarette case and an expensive looking lighter on the bedside table, and she saw with curiosity that they were both monogrammed, the inter-linking initials worn smooth with age and constant handling. Hurriedly she opened the bedside drawer. There was a slim volume of poetry, a novel by Zola, and a diary. She riffled through the diary, wondering whether she should take it and knowing that she dared not. What she was looking for were official papers; something with recognizable place names on; something that she could memorise. A suitcase stood at the foot of the bed, not yet unpacked. She bent down beside it, trying to open the catch, and then she froze. The study door fronting the corridor had opened. Her heart began to slam against her breastbone in thick, heavy strokes. Perhaps it was Marie coming in to turn down the Major’s bed. Perhaps it was her mother, checking that he had all that he required. Or her father …


    Her nails dug deep into her palms. There had been no knock at the door. Only one person could have entered her father’s study, and that was its present occupant, Major Meyer. She stood up, her pulse pounding, backing away to the door that led into the corridor. It was seven or eight yards away. The connecting door was open and she saw his shadow as he crossed to the desk; heard the rasp of the drawer opening. She took another step backwards, and another. She had to keep her nerve. If she turned and ran she would be heard. She had to open the door slowly, carefully. She took another step and stumbled against a bedroom chair. Her hand flew out to steady herself, her mouth rounding in a gasp of alarm.


    It took Dieter Meyer just two strides to reach the connecting doorway and punch on the light. His eyes flashed to her empty hands, to the still closed door behind her, and then he leaned nonchalantly against the wall, arms folded, eyes narrowed. ‘Just what the hell,’ he said in perfect French, ‘do you think you are doing?’


    Her hand tightened on the back of the chair. ‘I… Supper,’ she said, her breath coming in harsh gasps. ‘I wanted to know if you wished to have supper.’


    He was not at all what she had expected. There was no monocle; no steel-grey hair. His masculinity came at her in waves. The jacket of his field uniform was open at the neck, cut perfectly across broad shoulders, and the Knights Cross of the Iron Cross decorated his breast. She didn’t move for fear he would seize her. She knew that the ease of his stance was deceptive. He had entered the room with all the speed of a natural-born predator.


    ‘You’re a liar,’ he said smoothly.


    His hair was blond, cropped short, as thick and coarse as the coat of a dog. His face was clean-cut, hard-boned, the jaw line strong, the mouth finely chiselled, sensitive as well as sensual. The face of a man who read Zola. She thrust the thought away. He was a German. She didn’t care what he read. Her initial shock was over. She was in command of herself again.


    ‘Yes,’ she said, with a silent Gallic shrug of her shoulders. ‘I am. I came into my father’s suite because I was curious.’


    At her insolence a flicker of admiration flashed in his eyes and was immediately suppressed. ‘These rooms are no longer your father’s,’ he said, his voice snaking across her nerve ends like a whip. ‘If I find you in, or near them again, I will have you arrested. Is that understood?’


    The menace in his voice was naked and a frisson of fear ran down her spine. He was not a man to make idle threats. She backed instinctively away from him towards the door.


    ‘I understand you perfectly,’ she said tightly, her hands closing around the doorknob, the vast, silk-draped bed yawning between them. ‘Goodnight, Major Meyer.’


    His brow quirked and she was immediately furious with herself. What deep-seated code of good manners had prompted her to wish him goodnight? Cheeks burning she spun on her heel, slamming the door behind her, wishing him in hell.


    She had behaved foolishly and without thought. Paul would have urged her to be more careful. It would be twice as hard now to slip into his room in the future. He hadn’t believed her when she had said she had entered them out of curiosity. He had known what it was she was trying to do, and he had also known that she had failed. She shivered as she hurried towards her own room. What would he have done if he had walked in on her holding the diary? Would he have sent her to Gestapo headquarters at Caen? Would she have thrown her life away on an impulsive and ill-thought-out plan of action? For the first time she realised how much she had risked and how thoughtlessly. She entered her own room and sat down on her bed, hugging her arms around her. The next time she would be far more careful. And successful.


    She saw him again in the morning. He was in the hall as she descended the stairs, a grey greatcoat over his uniform, his cap under his arm as he drew on gauntleted gloves. Her eyes met his coldly. She wasn’t going to fall into the trap of good manners again.


    ‘Good morning, Mademoiselle de Valmy,’ he said, his voice tinged with mockery, as if he knew of her intention and it was amusing him to defeat it.


    Her lips tightened and she gave him the merest inclination of her head, sweeping past him into the breakfast room on a tide of anger.


    He was laughing at her! She had heard it in the lazy tone of his voice, seen it in the gleam of his eyes before she had swiftly turned her head away. When she seated herself at the breakfast table, she found, to her fury, that her hands were trembling. She clasped them together tightly. She had no intention of becoming a target for his sadistic amusement. No doubt he though she had spent the whole night in fear of what her parents would say when they discovered that she had entered his rooms. Well, she hadn’t. She had slept soundly, regretting only her clumsiness.


    From the high-arched windows she could see the chauffeur-driven Horch sweep round the circle of lawn fronting the chateau and cruise down the drive at high speed. Her eyes narrowed. Hitler’s glamour soldier had neither impressed or intimidated her. He had only strengthened her determination to be of far greater service to the Resistance.


    Her father’s face was lined and drawn as he joined her at the table. For a moment she thought that Major Meyer had already spoken to him and then he smiled, saying with false cheerfulness, ‘Our guest is at least civil.’


    ‘Only on the surface,’ Lisette retorted tartly, remembering the coldness of his eyes when he had threatened her with arrest.


    Her father helped himself to a croissant. ‘He’s highly decorated. The Knights Cross of the Iron Cross isn’t given easily.’


    ‘For goodness sake, Papa! You sound as if you admire him!’


    ‘I don’t,’ her father said pacifyingly. ‘I detest everything he stands for. I’m simply trying to find a way to tolerate him.’


    Lisette toyed with the knife on her plate. She had to tell him. If she didn’t, Major Meyer would have a sizeable advantage over her. She put down her knife and said carefully, ‘I did something stupid last night, Papa. I went into Major Meyer’s rooms when he left the house.’


    Every vestige of colour left her father’s face. ‘You did what?’ he expostulated, pushing his chair away from the table, looking at her as if she had taken leave of her senses. ‘Don’t you realise that man could have us all turned out of Valmy? Don’t you realise that he could have you shot if he ever found out?’


    ‘He did find out, Papa,’ Lisette said, miserable at the distress that she was causing him. ‘He came into the room while I was still there.’


    ‘Dear God,’ her father said softly, rising to his feet, his face grey.


    She moved quickly, rounding the table and hugging him tight. ‘I’m sorry, Papa. Sorry that I got caught.’


    ‘But not sorry that you did it?’ her father said, a curious expression in his voice. His hands tightened on her shoulders. ‘What did Meyer say to you?’


    ‘That I must not go near his rooms again.’


    ‘And you won’t.’ His voice was tight. ‘What were you hoping to find, Lisette?’


    She sat down again slowly. ‘I don’t know. Maps. Papers. Something to indicate why he has been stationed here.’


    Her father sat opposite her, his face grim. ‘And what would you have done with the information?’


    The room was very quiet. She could hear a clock ticking and the distant sound of Marie moving about in the kitchen. ‘I would have told … a friend who would have been interested.’


    ‘Paul Gilles?’ he asked quietly.


    The pupils of her eyes dilated wide with shock. He grasped her hand tightly. ‘I’m not a fool, Lisette. I know what goes on in my own village. I know who the collaborators are; I know who the Resistance are.’


    ‘Then why don’t you help?’ she asked fiercely. ‘The Allies may not invade in the Pas de Calais. They may invade here. And if they do, they will need every last bit of information about the coastal defences. About troop movements.’


    ‘If such information is at Valmy, then I will find it,’ her father said quietly. ‘Not you, Lisette. Is that understood?’


    Her eyes were suspiciously bright. ‘Yes, Papa,’ she said, feeling the burden of secrecy that she had lived with for so long lift from her shoulders. ‘But you cannot meet Paul as inconspicuously as I can. You must let me continue doing the things that I can do.’


    ‘And you must promise me never to cross Major Meyer’s path again.’


    Their eyes met and her throat tightened. There were no more unseen barriers between them.


    ‘I promise, Papa,’ she said, not realising how vain a promise it


    would prove to be.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    A week later, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel descended on Valmy, his large black Horch convertible flanked by a motorcycle escort, his aides’cars in his wake. There were no preliminaries of civilities as he entered the chateau. He marched across the stone-flagged hall, a short, stocky figure in a heavy greatcoat, his silver-topped marshal’s baton under his arm.


    ‘Let’s get to work, Meyer,’ he said impatiently, pulling off his gauntlets and slapping them against his palms. ‘We have only one real enemy, and that is time.’


    ‘Yes, Herr Feldmarschall,’ Dieter said respectfully, clicking his heels and leading the way into Valmy’s grand dining-room.


    The maps were spread out on the twenty foot table. Drinks had been set out on a handsome Louis XV chest, but Rommel ignored them. He had no time for fripperies. He strode straight to the table and stared down at the maps grimly.


    ‘Well, Meyer, what do you think?’ He had asked for Dieter Meyer’s presence in Normandy personally. He knew the family; knew the man. He was the kind of officer he liked – hard-headed with intellect and imagination, as well as courage.


    ‘The war will be won or lost on the beaches, sir,’ Dieter said bluntly. ‘We’ll have only one chance to stop the enemy and that’s while he’s in the water … weighed down by equipment, and struggling to get ashore. Our main line of resistance must be on the coast. There’s only one way to smash such an attack if it comes, and that is by meeting it head on.’


    Rommel growled in agreement. ‘And do you think this is where an attack will come, Meyer?’


    ‘Reports from captured Resistance leaders indicate it is.’


    ‘And the nightly air attacks on the Pas de Calais?’


    ‘A bluff,’ Dieter said with cool certainty. ‘The Allies are trying to draw our attention from the real target.’


    Rommel nodded. It was a strategy he would have used himself. Get the enemy to deploy their strength on a false target leaving the real target unprotected.


    Dieter saw the lines of strain on his commander-in-chief’s face and knew the reasons for them. No matter what was said publicly, the Third Reich was in deep trouble. Thousands of Allied bombers were pounding Germany. Russia’s massive forces had driven into Poland. Allied troops were at the gates of Rome. Everywhere the great armies of the Wehrmacht were being driven back and destroyed. Germany was not yet beaten, but an Allied invasion would be decisive.


    It was here, on the coast, that the future of Germany would be decided. The high command thought that the attack would come at the Pas de Calais, but he had a gut feeling that they were wrong. To outwit the Allies it was necessary to out-think them. And in attempting to do so, he had become more and more sure that the attack would not be in the obvious place. Not at the narrow crossing that was being bombed with such zest, but on the vast, open beaches of Normandy.


    Rommel swept his baton from the Scheldt in the Netherlands down across Normandy to the north front of Brittany. The possible invasion front was vast and all of it had to be protected. He slammed his baton into the palm of his hand and began to stride the length of the room. ‘You’ve been here four days, Meyer. You’ve inspected the coast. What more can be done to defend it?’


    ‘The low level of the land and the Vire estuary can be more fully exploited,’ Dieter replied unhesitatingly. ‘Further areas can be flooded. That will make it impossible for parachutists or glider-borne infantry to land. The open fields inland can be riddled with booby-trapped stakes and trip wires. That should give them a bloody enough welcome.’


    Rommel nodded. He hadn’t underestimated his young officer. He continued to pace the beautiful inlaid floor. ‘See to it, Meyer,’ he said grimly. ‘And see that every bluff and gully leading from the beaches is mined. Every pathway, however obscure. We must leave nothing to chance.’ He clapped his hand on Dieter’s shoulder. ‘The future of Germany is in our hands,’ he said gravely. ‘We must not let her down.’


    He had swept from the chateau with the same speed and lack of fuss with which he had entered. Dieter watched the Horch skim down the linden-flanked drive, his handsome face sombre. Their intelligence services had not been able to discover the Allies’plans. Yet Resistance leaders would have to be alerted in order to co-ordinate the attack. If it was to be in Normandy the local underground leaders would be the first to know. His mouth tightened. That line of enquiry meant he would have to liaise with the Gestapo at Caen and Bayeux.


    He wheeled on his heel, gravel scattering as he marched back into the chateau. His family was an old German family that could trace its name back for hundreds of years in the Almenach de Gotha. His father had been a soldier and his grand father a soldier before him. They were members of the officer caste who hated the Nazis and when it came to the Gestapo, Dieter shared their contempt. He wanted to have as little truck with his country’s bully boys as possible.


    She was walking towards the foot of the main staircase when he entered the hall, wearing brown slacks and a cashmere sweater that had seen better days. Her hair was windblown, soft dark tendrils brushing against her cheeks, and there was mud on the low heels of her shoes. She kept her bicycle in one of the deserted stables at the rear of the chateau and he judged that she had just returned from one of her frequent trips to Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts. Her eyes met his coolly, large and dark in the pale perfection of her face and an impulse of sensuality went up like a flare inside him.


    He wondered what the devil it was about her that he found so arousing. He was thirty-two, and his taste had never run to virgins. Before the war his social circle had been high and fast-moving and the women he took to his bed had been glamorous sophisticates. Innocence had never held any charms for him. Yet ever since entering Valmy he had been electrifyingly aware of the Comte’s young daughter.


    The blaze of defiance with which she had faced him in her father’s rooms had sexually disturbed him. He had never seen eyes so dark and brilliant, lashes so long and curling. There was a brightness to her, a vividness, that he found intensely arousing. It was as if she were lit by an inner flame and he found his eyes being drawn to her time and time again. She was very French. Carelessly elegant. Even in the crumpled slacks and old sweater there was an air of chic about her. A style that had nothing to do with what she wore and everything to do with the way she wore it.


    She had paused, one foot on the bottom stair, the thrust of her hip and the long line of her leg unknowingly provocative, her shining black hair held away from her face with two heavy tortoiseshell combs, her violet-blue eyes hostile.


    He barely glanced at her, striding across the hall and entering the grand dining-room with its array of maps. There were enough willing Frenchwomen without deflowering the daughter of his reluctant host. He gazed down at the maps, pencilling in large areas, a deep frown furrowing his brow. More land east of the Vire could be flooded and more guns placed on the cliffs, their barrels aimed, not towards the sea but directly down at the beaches so that they could fire at point blank range along the waves of assaulting troops. His pencil faltered, her face dancing insidiously in his mind. Her mouth was full and soft, like the petals of a rose. He wondered what it would be like to kiss and gave an expletive of annoyance. Damn the girl. He had other, far more important, things to think about. With renewed concentration, he studied the maps of the coastline, identifying areas of weakness, determined that if the Allies invaded, they would be thrust back into the sea.


    Lisette ran up the stairs to her room, a small pulse pounding in her throat, the breath tight in her chest. His presence filled the chateau. It was no longer their home, but his. He moved through the rooms with utter assurance, ordering locks to be fitted on the double doors leading to the grand dining-room, requisitioning yet another room that overlooked the Channel, curtly civil, always menacing.


    She closed her bedroom door behind her, moving across to the window and staring out over the windswept headland to the sea. Paul was still working on the repairs to the defences at Vierville. No doubt doing so on Major Meyer’s orders. The aides had come to Valmy as she had known they would. The cobbled courtyard at the rear of the chateau was rarely empty of staff cars and motorcycles and the old servants’quarters around the courtyard now housed a score of soldiers.


    She leaned her face against the coolness of the window pane. Rommel’s sweeping visit to Valmy had confirmed her suspicions that Major Meyer’s task was to oversee the coastal defences. Which meant that the German high command was increasingly suspicious that if and when an attack by the Allies was launched, it would be directed against Normandy. She drummed her fingernails against the glass frustratedly. It was surely the kind of news that London would be interested in, yet without Paul she had no way of passing the information along. For her own safety and the safety of others, she did not know who Paul’s contact was. It was the way the Resistance survived and flourished: secrecy was its life blood. Even the leaders rarely knew one another except by code names and never did one group know what another was doing. If betrayal came, it could not spread. She turned away from the window restlessly. An invasion was only rumour but it was one the Germans believed. If it were true, it would be vital that they had no knowledge of where and when the attack was to take place. Prior knowledge would doom it to disaster. And in Valmy, on the grand dining-room table, were probably maps and papers that would tell the Allies exactly how much information the Germans had about their plans.


    Her eyes sparked with impatience. Her father had promised that he would garner what information he could, but the rooms occupied by Major Meyer were locked and a sentry stood on duty outside the double doors of the dining-room. No easy opportunities for spying were going to present themselves. Opportunities would have to be made. She opened the bedroom door, walking quickly and quietly along the corridor and down the stairs to the library.


    ‘We must talk, Papa,’ she said, not sitting down. ‘In the gardens, not in the house.’


    Henri de Valmy nodded. Field Marshal Rommel’s visit to Valmy had shaken him. Whatever Meyer’s task it was obviously an important one and he could feel the precarious safety of their lives rapidly slipping away.


    The sentry on duty outside the dining-room eyed them with hostility as they crossed the hall. It was as if they were the usurpers. A flare of white rage surged through Lisette and she had to clench her jaw in order to remain calm. They were everywhere: tramping up and down the winding stairs that led to Major Meyer’s study; grinding their cigarette stubs beneath their heels as they paced the terraces; littering the drive with their presence. Her father took her arm gently as they walked through the kitchens and out into the courtyard beyond.


    ‘They must be endured,’ he said quietly, yet again. ‘It is the only way that we will survive them, Lisette.’


    ‘I hate them,’ she said fiercely as they crossed the cobbles, the February sun chill. ‘They’ve permeated Valmy with their presence. I don’t think that we’ll ever be free of them.’


    ‘We will,’ her father assured her, his austere features grim. ‘And until we are, we must be grateful for the Major’s civility.’


    Beyond the courtyard a long lawn sloped away towards a terrace and the sunken rose gardens. As they began to walk towards them something tight caught in Lisette’s throat. She hated Major Meyer most of all. It was easy to be contemptuous of the others. They didn’t rob her of breath when she unexpectedly encountered them as the major did. He had a way of looking at her that totally disconcerted her. His very presence scorched her nerve ends raw. It was because of him that the others were here. Because of him that their home was no longer their own. And her reaction to him was intense.


    ‘We have no reason to be grateful to Major Meyer for anything,’ she said, a throb of passion in her voice.


    Her father led the way down the moss-covered steps that led to the formally laid out rose beds. In summer they were vibrant with colour. He liked old-fashioned roses – full blown Gloire de Dijons, pale flushed Ophelias. Now the rose trees were gaunt and bleak, only the flat green buds promising the glory to come.


    ‘Valmy has many treasures and none of them have been despoiled,’ he said patiently, wishing that he had put on a jacket for the sun held no warmth. ‘We haven’t been asked to move into the servants’ quarters to make room for his men. Neither you nor your mother have been treated … disrespectfully.’ He passed a hand across his eyes. My God. When he thought of some of the stories he had heard about the occupying forces, the wanton destruction and the brutality, the rapes … At least Meyer’s men were disciplined.


    He had walked into the kitchen some days ago in the Major’s wake. Marie had been transferring a heavy casserole from the oven to the table and two soldiers had been lounging in her way. The casserole was hot and there was no other surface upon which Marie could set it down. She had said ‘Excusez moi,’ and the soldiers had deliberately obstructed her, laughing at her distress as her gnarled hands began to lose their grip on the heavy dish. Meyer had stepped into the kitchen, ordering them to apologise instantly and they had done so, mortified with shame.


    Henri had found the incident interesting. The soldiers’misdeamour had been trivial but it had earned them Meyer’s contempt and it was his contempt that had filled their eyes with misery as they had backed from the room. Meyer had not apologised to him for his men’s conduct. He had not needed to. He had shown quite clearly that no liberties of any sort would be taken whilst he and his men occupied Valmy and Henri had been grateful.


    ‘The major has asked me to join him for a cognac after dinner this evening,’ he said as they walked down one narrow pathway and up another.


    Lisette stopped short, horrified. ‘You promised me that you would not be taken in by glib good manners, Papa! Have you forgotten who he is. He’s a German! He’s no right to be at Valmy! To ask you to share a cognac with him in your own house is an insult! Surely even you must see that?’


    ‘And if being insulted means I enter his rooms?’ her father said, quirking a silvered eyebrow.


    Lisette regarded him doubtfully. ‘Will he? Is that why you accepted his invitation?’


    ‘He very well might and whether he does or not, the more I time I spend with him, the more likelihood there is of my obtaining information for Paul.’


    Lisette slipped her arm through his and began once more to walk at his side. ‘He’ll never tell you anything,’ she said with certainty. ‘He isn’t the type, no matter how much cognac he drinks. The information we need is behind the locked doors of the grand dining-room.’


    ‘Yes,’ her father said thoughtfully. ‘One set of keys and one guard … Not impossible odds, surely.’


    Lisette smiled at him affectionately. ‘Not if we are determined, Papa,’ she said, and as they continued to walk the deserted rose gardens her head was high, her eyes bright with the light of battle.


    The next morning she cycled down through the beech woods to Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts, looking on the flowers with kindlier eyes than she had a week ago. Major Dieter Meyer was directly responsible to Rommel for the strengthening of the coastal defences. That much she now knew for certain. She skimmed over the bridge, past sharply yellow daffodils and deep-drowned purple crocus, with a zing of elation. From now on she would be more than just a courier. She would be an informer. And with luck her information would be important.


    Pollarded trees lined Sainte-Marie’s streets, linking pleached branches, their buds already bursting into green. She cycled over the cobbles and into the square, leaning her bicycle against the side of the café. It was spring. Probably the last spring they would spend under German occupation. It was a heady thought and she hurried into the café, her spirits rising even higher as she heard the familiar tone of Paul’s voice.


    He was leaning against the zinc-topped bar, talking to André, his shabby corduroy trousers still discoloured by the dust of Vierville. He was bespectacled, tall and thin, his shirt and jacket sleeves never quite reaching to his angular wrists. He had been born and bred in Sainte-Marie and was a popular though unconventional schoolmaster. The children were at lunch now, and Paul was in the village café, as always. It was the one place all gossip reached, sooner or later.


    Their eyes met briefly, he smiled an acknowledgement and continued with his conversation. Lisette looked around the café’s interior. Madame Chamot and Madame Bridet were sitting at a corner table, their shopping bags at their feet, half drunk cups of chicory in front of them. Old Bleriot was sitting alone, wheezing over a baguette, and a soldier stood near the doorway, munching a croissant, his eyes on the square outside.


    ‘An anisette, André, please,’ she said, sitting with the two women.


    ‘Good morning, Lisette,’ said Madame Chamot, her black serge coat buttoned up to the throat, her steel-grey hair pulled tightly into a bun. ‘How is the Comtesse, your mother?’


    ‘Very well,’ Lisette replied, wishing that the soldier would go so that she could talk to Paul.


    ‘I am glad,’ said Madame Chamot, but her voice expressed disbelief. How could the fastidious and refined Comtesse de Valmy be well when her home was overrun with pigs? She glared venomously in the soldier’s direction as he wiped the crumbs from his mouth with the back of his hand, and sauntered back out into the street.


    

      ‘Salauds,’ she said expressively. ‘Did you see that, Madame Bridet? He never even offered to pay for this drink or his croissant. I wish I were a man! I’d show them!’


    ‘If you could terrorise the Boche the way you terrorise your husband, the war would be over by Easter,’ André said, leaning his muscular arms on the bar, his grin wide.


    ‘Bah,’ Madam Chamot said disgustedly, rising to her feet and picking up her bags. ‘I’ve more fighting spirit in me than you have, André Caldron! You should be ashamed of yourself, feeding the Boche free of charge! Goodbye Mademoiselle Lisette. Come along, Madame Bridet, there is work for us to do. We cannot be idle all day like some I could mention.’ Weighed down by their shopping, the two elderly housewives struggled out into the street and Paul crossed quickly to Lisette’s table, sitting opposite her, his thin-boned face grim.


    ‘I’ve heard about your guests. What is it like? Is it very bad?’


    Lisette pushed a dark tendril of hair away from her face. ‘It’s bearable,’ she said, her eyes dark with distaste. ‘Mayor Meyer has commandeered the chateau and his men are quartered in the servants’ rooms around the courtyard.’


    ‘You’ll be under much greater surveillance. It could make things difficult,’ Paul said, thinking of her vital runs to Bayeux and Trevieres.


    ‘I don’t think so. No one takes any notice of me. Why should they?’ Her eyes met his urgently. ‘The Major does not take orders from the GHQ at Vierville, Paul. He is responsible directly to Field Marshal Rommel.’


    Paul sat very still, his eyes sharp. André had turned his back and was whistling to himself as he restocked his bar. The old man was dozing. ‘His task is to strengthen the coastal defences. Rommel himself came to Valmy three days ago. He and the Major spent nearly an hour together in the grand dining-room. There are maps in there, Paul, I’m sure of it. Maps and plans.’


    Paul felt in his pocket for a cigarette and matches.


    Her voice held conviction. ‘The Major has had locks put on the doors and a sentry is on duty outside them twenty-four hours a day. The information must be vital, Paul. Rommel was not paying a social call.’


    Paul regarded her thoughtfully. He knew very well what she was suggesting, but she was inexperienced and if she were caught … He thrust away the memory of the entire Argent cell being lined up and shot at Gestapo headquarters in Caen because of a weak link in their chain.


    ‘It’s too dangerous,’ he repeated, holding his cigarette inward between his thumb and forefinger, inhaling nicotine in short, sharp puffs, his mind working furiously. If what she said was true, the information Major Meyer had access to was of incalculable importance. Obtaining it and transmitting it to the Allies could mean the difference between success and failure for the long awaited invasion forces. And defeat would ensure that the Nazi dream of a thousand-year Reich would become grim reality. His skin turned cold. Lisette was too young, too inexperienced to be entrusted with a mission of such enormity.


    ‘A skilled operator must be infiltrated into Valmy as a maid or a cook,’ he said tensely.


    ‘It won’t work, Paul. It would arouse too much suspicion.’


    ‘It must work,’ he said fiercely. ‘We have to know what those devils are planning. How much they know of the Allies’intentions.’


    A small frown puckered her brow. ‘But if Rommel is focusing his attention on Normandy, surely that is to our advantage? Everyone knows that when the attack comes, it will be at the Pas de Calais.’


    Paul Gilles’eyes met hers, the pupils mere pinpricks. ‘No one,’ he said steadily, ‘knows when the invasion will take place, or where. But if, just if, the Desert Fox has guessed correctly, then the results could be catastrophic.’


    Despite the warmth of her coat she shivered. It was as if the whole future of France had suddenly been placed on their shoulders.


    ‘The Major is too sharp, too intuitive to accept a new maid or cook at face value,’ she said, her knuckles clenching as she remembered the agonising moment in her father’s bedroom when his hard grey eyes had stripped her naked, knowing instantly the reason for her being there, disbelieving with contempt her futile lie. ‘His suspicions would be immediately aroused and security would be tightened to such an extent that not even a mouse would be able to gain entry to the grand dining-room.’ She leaned towards him, her eyes urgent. ‘Papa is already beginning to gain his confidence. The Major has invited him to share a cognac with him after dinner this evening. If Papa can help us, Paul, he will. He has given me his promise.’


    Paul stirred uneasily on his metal chair. As far as he was concerned, the Comte could have done much more far sooner. Sharing an after dinner cognac with the Boche smacked of collaboration, not espionage.


    ‘If your Major is one of Rommel’s golden boys, the information he has access to will be vitally important. We can’t risk the chance of not obtaining it. Your father is not a member of the Resistance. He has no experience of Resistance work. The task must be entrusted to one of our own, Lisette.’


    Her eyes sparked angrily. ‘Major Meyer is not my major, Paul Gilles! And my father is utterly trustworthy. I would stake my life on him!’


    A wry smile touched Paul’s thin lips. ‘By taking him into our confidence we will all be staking our lives on him,’ he said drily.


    Her flare of fury subsided. What he said was true. She was reacting with her heart again, and not her head. She pushed her hands deep into the pockets of her coat and stared out of the open door of the café. On the far side of the tree-lined square a German soldier lounged arrogantly astride his motorcycle. The two elderly women had parted company and were carrying their shopping home. Madame Pichon was hurrying off in the direction of the Telliers where young Madame Tellier was about to give birth yet again.


    She had waited for over a week to see Paul, confident that when she did so he would tell her what must be done. And now that he had, she was rejecting his advice, confident that she knew best. That she and her father did not need his help. That all they needed was for any information they obtained to be ferried to the Allies through safe channels. She sighed and pushed a silk-dark strand of hair away from her face. Paul was right. Neither she nor her father were experts at espionage. Her one attempt had been shamefully bungled and she had no way of knowing if any attempt her father made would meet with any greater success. An expert was needed, and it was up to her to give Paul all the support he needed.


    She drew her eyes away from the distant German and the sunlit square and back once more to Paul. ‘What is it that you want me to do, Paul?’ she asked, gracefully conceding defeat.


    Paul grinned. His sexuality was so low key that it scarcely ever troubled him. Yet he had long ago fallen under Lisette’s spell. Her directness and honesty beguiled him, as did the long sweep of her lashes against the pale perfection of her skin. If he thought for one moment that she regarded him as anything but an older brother, he would have had no hesitation in putting his bachelor days behind him.


    His grin faded. It was fortunate that Lisette regarded him with only sisterly affection. Comte Henri de Valmy would not regard a village schoolmaster as a suitable choice of a husband for his only daughter. He shrugged the dream aside and said in a practical vein, ‘Is Marie the only help you have at Valmy?’


    She nodded.


    ‘Who does the cooking?’


    ‘Maman.’


    Paul tried not to show his surprise. It had not occurred to him that the ice-cool, elegant Comtesse was familiar with her own kitchen.


    ‘Then tonight when your father joins the Major for a cognac, he must say that your mother’s health is not robust and that the occupation of her home has taken its toll. That with the Major’s permission he would like to employ a niece of Marie’s as a temporary cook.’


    ‘Has Marie any nieces?’ she asked, raising a sleek eyebrow quizzically.


    Paul laughed. ‘She has now. Don’t worry about questions being asked of Marie, or of anyone else. That is my concern. Just make sure that your father lays the groundwork well.’


    ‘And when Marie’s “niece” arrives?’ Lisette asked, rising to her feet.


    ‘Say nothing to her. She has come from Caen to cook. Treat her as a cook.’


    Lisette hesitated, a slight frown still puckering her brows, her hair falling forward in two glossy wings at either side of her face as she looked down at him. ‘And if an opportunity should present itself that only I or my father can take advantage of?’


    His thin, bony face looked suddenly old for his years. ‘Take it,’ he said briefly. ‘Goodbye, Lisette, and good luck.’


    She walked outside into the chill sunlight, wheeling her bicycle on to the cobbled road, her earlier optimism dissipated. The moment Marie’s so-called niece entered Valmy, all their lives would be at risk. Not only hers and her father’s, but mother’s as well. If only, she thought, pushing down on the pedals, bicycling away from the square and through the narrow streets towards the bridge, if only there was an easier way. But try as she might she could not think of one.


    The soldier lounging astride his motorcycle watched her leave the café and then settled back to wait a little longer. Not until Paul left did he kick the machine into life and before Lisette had reached the beech woods he had roared out of the village in the opposite direction, circling round until he reached the road, barred to civilians, that snaked along the cliff tops to Valmy.


    ‘You’re quite sure he was the purpose of her visit?’ Dieter asked sharply as the private stood to attention in the study that had previously been Henri de. Valmy’s private retreat from the world.


    ‘Yes, sir. She spoke to two old women but only briefly and her eyes were on Gilles. As soon as the women left the café, Gilles came over and sat at her table.’


    ‘For how long?’


    ‘Thirty-seven minutes, sir.’


    Dieter frowned. It could have been a lovers’tryst but he doubted it. He couldn’t quite see the aristocratic Lisette de Valmy pursuing an alliance with a gangling schoolmaster.


    He dismissed the private, still deep in thought. He had made the unpleasant trip to Gestapo headquarters at Caen and had discovered that the Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts schoolmaster was high on the list of suspected members of the local Resistance cell. And Lisette de Valmy had cycled purposefully from Valmy to meet him for an intense conversation the moment he had been released from forced labour at Vierville. He sat down at the large Beidermeier desk, tapping a silver pen thoughtfully on its surface.


    Lisette de Valmy’s home had not appeared on any of the lists of known or suspected members of the Resistance, yet she had a bicycle and spent long hours visiting villagers both in Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts and the surrounding countryside. The local patrols probably took very little interest in her comings and goings. It was all highly suspicious and his jawline hardened. He hoped passionately that his instincts, always acute, were this time playing him false.


    ‘You mean that he is having dinner with us?’ Lisette asked her father, aghast. ‘You can’t mean it! You can’t expect us to sit down and eat with him!’


    ‘He’s here and we must make the best of it,’ her father said patiently. ‘So far, he has treated us with respect and we can do no less than follow suit.’


    Lisette tried to speak and couldn’t. Her throat was choked with distaste and panic and something else. Something too dark and fearful to even acknowledge.


    ‘I can’t,’ she whispered at last. ‘I would feel like dirt. Like a collaborator.’


    Her father put his arm around her shoulders. ‘You have no need to, my love. It will give us an even better opportunity of convincing the Major that your mother’s health is fragile and that extra help in the chateau is a necessity.’


    ‘He won’t believe you,’ she said, her voice low and choked. ‘I told Paul that he would not believe us, but he hasn’t met him. He doesn’t understand.’


    ‘Of course he will believe us.’ her father said serenely. ‘It is virtually the truth, so why should he disbelieve us?’


    She remembered the way Major Meyer’s eyes had held hers across the silk-draped bed. ‘Because he is a man who will never be taken in by falsity,’ she said, turning away from him as a flash of fear rippled down her spine.


    Out of the habit of a lifetime she changed for dinner but did not go down to join them. The pretence that he was a guest and not a ruthless, despotic invader would have been more than she could endure. She paced her bedroom restlessly, staring repeatedly out of the window towards the inky blackness of the Channel. If only the English would cross it! If only ships and planes and battalion after battalion of soldiers would bridge the narrow sea separating France from England! She pressed her fingertips against the icy coldness of the window pane. Such a narrow stretch of water and yet Hitler had not been able to breach it. England still remained unconquered and free. Her heart caught at the word. One day France, too, would be free.


    She turned away from the window, clasping her hands tightly, wondering if her father had already broached the subject of an additional member of household staff to Major Meyer. Would he give permission? And if he did so, would he permit her father to engage someone personally? Anxiety gnawed at her. Whatever else Major Meyer was, he was not a fool. She could quite well imagine him agreeing smoothly to her father’s suggestion that a cook be obtained and then, as her father thought the battle won, continuing in the hard, dark voice that sent shivers down her spine, that he himself would employ a suitable woman, thereby defeating the whole object of the exercise.


    ‘Damn him,’ she whispered fiercely beneath her breath. He would know exactly what it was her father was trying to do and it would, no doubt, afford him cynical amusement.


    The hands on her small ormolu and porcelain clock stood at nine-fifteen. Surely by now the major would have left the breakfast-room where all meals were now taken? Enduring his presence at dinner must have been agonizing for her fastidious, well-bred mother. Unable to stand the suspense any longer, she opened her bedroom door and walked quickly along the landing and down the winding stone stairs that led to the hall.


    The door of the breakfast-room was ajar, the room empty. With a sigh of relief she crossed the hall and entered the main salon. For a moment shock held her motionless. The high-ceilinged room glowed in the light of the log fire and the oil lamps that her mother favoured. Her father was standing at ease in front of the fire, a pipe cupped in the palm of one hand, the other thrust deep into his trouser pocket as he said genially, ‘Lisette is the skier in the family. We have spent many vacations at Gstaad.’ He paused, looking up at her, his eyes meeting her shocked ones with sudden, crippling embarrassment.


    Major Meyer was sitting in the high-winged leather chair to the left of the fireplace, a glass of cognac in his hand, the top buttons of his tunic undone, a relaxed expression on his normally granite-hard features.


    For a moment there was a strained, taut silence with only the Major continuing to look at ease, and then her father said awkwardly, ‘Come in, ma chère. I was just telling the major what an excellent skier you are.’


    She sucked in a deep, steadying breath and moved forward. They needed the Major’s permission to bring a stranger to Valmy. A stranger who would defeat whatever end he was working towards. She sat down, straight-backed, at her mother’s side, her cool outward composure revealing none of her inner turmoil.


    Dieter’s eyes flicked across to her and then back, once again, to her father. He had been both relieved and disappointed that she had not joined them for dinner. He had known, of course, why she had not done so. Her father’s urbane explanation that she had a headache would not have deceived a twelve-year-old. She had been unable to face sitting down to eat with the invader of her home and country. He hadn’t blamed her in the slightest. If he had been in her position, he would have reacted in much the same way; possibly worse.


    Conversation at dinner had been, at first, stilted. The Comte had done his best to pretend that he was a voluntary host with an invited guest but the Comtesse had been unable to join him in the charade. Good breeding had determined that she be polite, but it was an icy politeness that would have frozen anyone less assured than himself. The assurance did not come from the power he wielded it came from the inborn knowledge that, socially, their worlds and background were very little removed.


    His family were Prussian aristocrats, a great landowning Junker family in the traditional mould. The first world war had altered their way of life but had not destroyed it. His family home had been a moated castle on the outskirts of Weimar, feudal, magnificent and unbearably cold and unsanitary. His childhood summers had been spent there, but his mother seldom moved from her lavish and comfortable apartment on the fashionable Unter den Linden. By the time Dieter was nine, he was an assured and sophisticated Berliner.


    Family tradition destined the eldest son for a military education but Dieter’s father, shamed by the terms of the Versailles Treaty, appalled by the great inflation of 1923 that had made so many fortunes worthless, broke with tradition and instead of sending Dieter to a military academy, sent him instead to the most expensive and exclusive boarding school in Europe. Le Rosey, Switzerland, where his schoolmates’blood was as royal as the Wittelsbach blood that ran in the distaff side of his family. Le Rosey had insured that no one, least of all a mere Comte and Comtesse, could make him feel their social inferior.


    Though for political reasons Dieter no longer sported the aristocratic ‘von’before his surname, it had taken the Comte only seconds to realise that his unwelcome guest was his social equal. The knowledge eased him. The Major paraded none of the usual Nazi pretentions. He was a man who, in another place, another time, he would have liked greatly. In discovering that the Major shared his passion for polo and had played on the most prestigious circuit in Germany, he had forgotten that the man was his enemy. Only the shock and accusation in his daughter’s eyes brought him back to reality.


    ‘Major Meyer skied at Gstaad regularly before the war,’ he finished lamely as Lisette sat still and silent, her face a polite, frozen mask. ‘He used to stay at the Steigenberger.’


    Lisette winced. The Steigenberger, Gstaad’s most luxurious hotel, standing in chocolate-box grandeur on the south-facing slopes, had been the setting for several childhood holidays. The knowledge that Major Meyer had also frequented it tarnished her many happy memories. Her father’s eyes were pleading. He needed her co-operation. Perhaps he had not yet gained Major Meyer’s permission to engage Marie’s ‘niece’as cook.


    She turned her head slowly towards the Major, her heart beating fast and furious. ‘How nice,’ she said politely, but the words did not come out cool and indifferent as she had intended. Her voice seemed to be filled with smoke and there was an underlying throb to it that would not be stifled.


    He had resolved not to take the slightest notice of her. She was too disturbing. Too innocently provocative. A pine log fell and splintered, sending a flurry of sparks up the great chimney, filling the room with pungent scent. Her remark scarcely warranted a comment. With an imperceptible shrug of his shoulders he turned to her, about to make some meaningless rejoinder. His eyes met hers and desire sliced through him so naked and primeval that it almost robbed him of breath.


    Her hair fell in one long smooth wave to her shoulders, pushed away from her face on one side with an ivory comb. Her eyes were violet dark in the pale perfection of her face, thick-lashed pools that drew him down and down, robbing him of logic and common sense. The high-necked sweater and country tweed skirt that she habitually wore had been, discarded. Her dress was of rose-red wool, the neckline deeply, cowled, the skirt clinging gently to her hips and flaring out around her knees. Her hands were clasped in her lap, the beautiful almond-shaped nails unpolished. Her legs were crossed lightly at the ankles, long and slender, bereft of stockings despite the chill draughts that lurked in every corner of the chateau. He remembered the heavy stockings she wore in the daytime and knew with what contempt she would refuse silk ones if he were to offer them. Just as she would reject with contempt anything that he offered her.


    ‘The proprietors are family friends,’ he said, the tight control he was exercising over himself making his voice harsh.


    The room seemed to have closed in on her. She knew the proprietors well. They were not the kind of people to entertain Nazi sympathies, yet it was not the shock that her family and Major Meyer should have acquaintances in common that was making her feel so faint. It was something else. The same, nameless emotion that overcame her whenever she was in his presence.


    She had hated before, but never with a passion that made her feel physically weak. She had hated the Germans when two thirds of the villagers of Sainte-Marie-des-Ponts had been marched off as forced labour. And she had hated them when she had known that they were to defile Valmy. But it had been a cold, murderous hatred. A hatred that she was in command of. She was in command of nothing when Major Meyer looked at her with his hard grey eyes, his body as lean and lithe as that of a panther about to spring on its prey.


    She tried to speak again, but the words would not come. Her father and mother had receded into a hazy distance and she was conscious only of Major Meyer; of blond hair gleaming like dull gold in the firelight; of the abrasive, masculine lines of his face. Of broad shoulders and the lightning of flashes on his collar; of strong well-shaped hands as they nursed his cognac. Of the sense of power under restraint. His masculinity overwhelmed her and suddenly she understood. In a moment of clarity so agonising that she cried out loud she knew what the emotion was that confounded her whenever she was in his presence. It was not hatred. It was physical desire.
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